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ABSTRACT. Despite high expectations for how new networked information technologies
(NNITs) could influence democratic outcomes, few studies have provided clear evidence that
NNITs have changed political discourse or election outcomes. With this in mind, this paper exam-
ines how young, politically indifferent, Korean NNIT users involved themselves in mainstream
Korean political discourse and became the linchpin in the election of President Roh Moo-hyun in
2002. In the information age, demonstration effects from NNIT-induced mobilizations can bring
about dramatic changes in electoral politics. The Korean experience in 2002 suggests that while
turnout declined among all generational groups in general, NNITs can play a decisive role in shap-
ing the political cohesiveness and voting patterns of younger generational groups in electoral poli-
tics. doi:10.1300/J516v04n01_05 [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery
Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website: <http://www.
HaworthPress.com> © 2007 by The Haworth Press. All rights reserved.]
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INTRODUCTION1

The Internet, mobile phones, Short Mes-
sage Service (SMS), and other new networ-
king tools, referred to collectively in this paper
as new networked information technologies

(NNITs), are quickly penetrating the lives of
people across the globe, especially among
younger generations. NNITs have the ability to
spread information and to mobilize large num-
bers of people around social or political events,
rapidly transforming social and political con-
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sciousness. For example, after the September
11 terrorist attacks, young Americans turned to
theInternetasasourceofcommunitythat likely
“sets a pattern for the rest of their lives” (as
quoted in Ludden, 2004).2 In much of the litera-
tureonyouth turnoutandcivicengagement, the
politicalparticipationofyoungergenerations is
generally analyzed in terms of what factors will
stimulate or increase their voter turnout. For
this reason, it is not surprising that politicalpar-
ties and political action committees co-opted
NNITs during the 2004 U.S. presidential elec-
tion with explicit “get out the vote” campaigns.
Internet campaign activities at sites such as
meetup.com, moveon.org, and rockthevote.
com garnered considerable media attention in
theirattempt toco-opt theyoungergenerations’
infatuation with the Internet.

Subsequently, the 2004 U.S. presidential
election spurred much excitement and a flurry
of academic research over polls that indicated
young voter turnout had increased to levels un-
seen since the early 1970s. According to The
Center for Information and Research on Civic
Learning & Engagement (2004), “at least 20.9
million Americans under the age of 30 voted in
2004, an increase of 4.6 million over 2000, and
the turnout rate among these voters rose from
about 42.3% to 51.6%, a sharp rise of 9.3 per-
centage points” (p. 1).3 Rainie (2000) and
Rainie et. al. (2005) argue that the use of the
Internet and NNITs in political campaigns can
increase the overall turnout among younger
voters to such an extent that it can dramatically
affect electoral outcomes. Though the use of
the Internet and other NNITs did increase voter
turnoutamongyoungergenerations inAmerica
in 2004, the results did not match expectations
of how the influence of younger voters would
affect the electoral outcome (Ludden, 2004).

By focusing on voter turnout, this research
misses an important alternative explanation for
NNITs’ effect, which was highlighted in the
2002 Korean presidential election. The data
from that presidential election suggests that
NNITs can also lead to the formation of a cohe-
sive voting bloc among otherwise indifferent
younger generations, a phenomenon that can
dramatically shift electoral outcomes.4 In the
Korean case, a causal relationship between
NNITs, voter cohesion, and electoraloutcomes
is more plausible than one between NNITs, in-

creased voter turnout, and electoral outcomes.
For instance, though arguably the most wired
individuals on the planet, the use of NNITs by
younger generations in Korea did not turn
around their declining voter turnout rate in the
2002 presidential election there. Despite de-
clining turnout and a paternalistic Confucian
political culture that traditionally reserves pri-
marypoliticalvoicefor respectedseniors rather
than inexperienced youngsters,5 the younger
generations in Korea suddenly becamea formi-
dable political power. Young voters concen-
trated and channeled their votes toward
presidential candidate Roh in a pattern unseen
in previous elections. It is in this way that the
two younger generations, the 386 and the 2030
Generations, came to cast the decisive vote in a
Korean presidential election that had been too
close to call. Instead of only measuring the ef-
fect of the Internet and NNITs on younger gen-
erations’ political participation through overall
turnout, attention should also focus on NNITs’
effectsongenerationalvotingpatterns,particu-
larly on cohesion.

What is the relationship between NNITs,
generational voting patterns, and electoral out-
comes? The argument presented below in an-
swer to this question is that NNIT-induced
mobilizations create the generational social
capital and consciousness necessary to form a
cohesive generational voting bloc with the po-
tential to dramatically affect electoral out-
comes in a tight election. I identify three
conditions thatexplainhowNNITsaidyounger
generations in making the leap from politically
indifferent and insignificant to politically
powerful and relevant:

• First, rapid and broad deployment of
NNITs with the highest concentration
among younger generations of eligible
voters;

• Second, NNIT-induced, test-run mobili-
zations around non-political, social
events salient to younger generations;

• Third, build up of generational con-
sciousness and cohesion as a result of
NNIT-induced mobilizations.

The political power of NNIT users in Korea
could not have been realized without the deep
penetration and the broad deployment of

58 JOURNAL OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY & POLITICS



NNITs among younger generations (Chang,
2006; Gallup Korea, 2003; Huh, 2003; H. Kim,
2003; Lee, 2006; MacKinnon, 2005, p. 331;
Min, 2004; Roh, 2002; SICH-NMDP, 2003;
Song,2003;Song,2005;Watts,2003).Thecre-
ation of a cohesive voting bloc using NNITs re-
quires the intermediate phase where a gen-
eration mobilizes around salient events. Suc-
cessful mobilizations lead to demonstration ef-
fects where the younger generations learn to
utilizeNNITs as tools for political action, come
to form generational consciousness, and begin
to recognize their own power in the political
arena.

From 2000 to 2002, there was a rapid and
broad deployment of NNITs among younger
Koreans. At the same time, members of youn-
ger generations began to participate in NNIT-
induced social and political movements. This
phenomenon suggests that the study of mobili-
zations using NNITs is increasingly relevant.
As the margin of victory over the last six presi-
dentialelections inKoreahas rapidlydecreased
(Gallup Korea, 2003, p. 269), NNIT- induced
political mobilizations have created strong
younger generational consciousness and a co-
hesive younger generational voting bloc that
has allowed the younger generations to cast the
decisive vote. Post-election analysis by Gallup
Korea (2003, p. 271) concluded that Roh’s slim
victory was not due to changes in the younger
generations’ voter turnout but to changes in the
overall voting patterns of the younger genera-
tions. This paper will demonstrate how the in-
creasing consolidation and cohesion of
youngergenerations’votingpatternsare linked
to the increasing prevalence of NNITs in
Korea.

The remainder of the paper is organized into
four sections. The first section discusses theo-
retical arguments about social capital and its re-
lationship with social movements and NNITs.
The second section outlines the characteristics
of the 386 and the 2030 Generations, details the
dramatic informatization of Korea, and relates
how explosive informatization has mirrored a
similar explosion in civic activism. The third
section discusses demonstration effects as they
pertain to social movements and how demon-
stration effects from NNIT-induced mobiliza-
tions have been relevant in Korean politics
along generational lines. The fourth section il-

lustrates how these effects in the spheres of
non-political sporting and social events trans-
lated into political mobilization and the consol-
idation and cohesion of younger generations’
voting patterns in the 16th Korean presidential
election. The final section concludes with a
summary of findings and limitations, and poses
questions for future research.

SOCIAL CAPITAL AND NNITS

First, what are the debates surrounding the
relationship between social capital and NNITs
as theyrelate tosocialmovements?Socialcapi-
tal is considered one of the most important in-
gredients for achieving stable democracy and a
successful economy (Baron, Field, & Schuller,
2000; Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Ed-
wards & Foley, 2001; Ehrenberg, 1999; Fuku-
yama, 1995; Putnam, 1995; Wellman & Hay-
thornthwaite, 2002). While Coleman and
Bourdieuemphasize functionaland instrumen-
tal aspects of social capital, Putnam discusses
its impacts on collective actions, political par-
ticipation, and democracy. This paper defines
social capital as multiple human resources net-
works, either actual or potential, with certain
characteristics of shared norms, values, atti-
tudes, and trust built through prior collective
action that can be utilized for future social and
political mobilizations. This paper takes social
capital and socialmovements to be closelycon-
nected (Putnam, 2000, p. 152) and to feed on
one another (Putnam, 2003, p. 162). Diani’s
(1997, 2001) argument that social capital is an
outcome of a series of social movements
strongly reinforces the closely interrelated as-
pects of these two concepts. Information shar-
ing infrastructures, public discourses, and
catalyticeventsplayadecisive role in theactual
mobilization of social capital for specific
social/political movements.

Other scholars, building on this theory of so-
cial capital, have also theorized on the connec-
tion between social capital and NNITs
(Bimber, 2000; Castells, 1996; Dahlgren,
2000; Delli Carpini, 2000; Kraut & Kiesler,
2003; Putnam, 2000; Shah, Kwak, & Holbert,
2001; Wellman & Haythornthwaite, 2002).
Their approaches fall into two broad perspec-
tives: dystopian and utopian. Dystopians claim
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that NNITs will decrease face-to-face interac-
tions, social connectedness, andcommunity in-
volvement to such an extent that weakened
social trust and bonds will result in the waning
of community and democratic fundamentals.
Inotherwords,NNITusedecreasessocialcapi-
tal, the potential for social movements, and po-
litical participation. Utopians, on the contrary,
hold that NNITs will increase communications
and networks so significantly that a strength-
enedbaseofsharedvaluesandtrustwillconsol-
idate civic engagement, political participation,
and democracy in general.

Going beyond these two opposing views,
Putnam asks the central question of whether
“virtual social capital is itself a contradiction in
terms,” and concludes that no empirical study
hasproven“theconnectionbetweensocialcap-
ital and Internet technology” (Putnam, 2000,
pp. 170-171). He acknowledges that the
Internet enhances a network’s capacity to acti-
vate a form of “social connectedness and civic
engagement” (Putnam, 2000, p.180). He is
equivocal, however, as to whether the effec-
tiveness of enhanced network capacity can re-
sult in real political actions and outcomes. In
this line of thought, he also later concludes that
“the Net is unlikely in itself to reverse the dete-
rioration of our social capital” and that “the
Internet and the World Wide Web . . . play a sur-
prisingly small role” (Putnam, 2003, p. 9). He
implies that social capital should be a prior con-
dition for the meaningful use of NNITs for
politicalmobilization(Putnam,2000,p.177).

After Putnam’s call for further empirical
study on NNITs and political mobilization, at-
tempts to address the topic have taken two main
approaches: psychological and sociological.
The psychological approach (Katz & Rice,
2002; Kraut & Kiesler, 2003; Kraut et al.,
2001), takinga dystopianstance, focuses on the
impacts of the Internet and other NNITs on in-
terpersonal relationships and social networks.
Kraut and Kiesler’s (2003) research does not
support the idea that the Internet creates more
social support nor does it create less loneliness
and stress. Rather, “greater use of the Internet
doesn’t necessarily lead to larger social net-
works or more social support” (p. 9). In fact, the
psychological approach argues that increased
use of NNITs will endanger civic culture due to
increased time taken up by NNIT use rather

than by face-to-face community interaction.
The potential for NNITs to enhance social
networks and to foment social movements,
however, should not be ignored.

Takingamoreutopianstance in their sociologi-
cal approach, Wellman and Haythornthwaite
(2002) find that the Internet increases social capi-
tal, civic engagement, and a sense of belonging to
an online community (Kavanaugh & Patterson,
2002, p. 329; Quan-Haase & Wellman, 2002,
p. 319). As the Internet is incorporated into the
daily routine of individuals, social capital is aug-
mented and becomes geographically dispersed.
NNITscreate thepotential to reverse thedecline in
social capital by providing a medium for younger
generations to cultivate social contacts, to increase
their civic engagement, and to build a sense of
community (Quan-Haase & Wellman, 2002,
p. 295). This line of research leaves scholars with
the fundamental question: does augmented, geo-
graphically dispersed social capital directly pro-
duce more political participation? Quan-Haase
and Wellman (2002) conclude that the “Internet
supplements political activities but does not
change people’s levels of involvement” (p. 312).
Their findings show negative, or at least neutral,
outcomes when it comes to younger generations’
political participation. The “Internet does not
appear tobe impellingyoungergenerations tobe
more politically involved than older generations.
Although the Internet provides a viable alternative
for acquiring political information and becoming
politically active, the youngest and least educated
remain the least active” (Quan-Hasse & Wellman,
2002, p. 318). Overall, research findings in the so-
ciological approach support the argument that
Internet use can instigate social activism, but in-
creasedcivicactivismdoesnotseemtoresult in in-
creased political participation among younger
generations. While the literature implies that the
Internet’s impact on younger generations in poli-
tics is not consistent, the Korean case presents one
example where NNITs have had effects, both po-
litical and non-political.

YOUNG GENERATIONS,
INFORMATIZATION,

AND SOCIAL ACTIVISM

A generation according to Wohl (1979,
p. 78) is “an actuality [arising]onlywhensimi-

60 JOURNAL OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY & POLITICS



larly located individuals shared a common des-
tiny and participated actively and passively in
the social and intellectualmovements that were
shaping and transforming the historical situa-
tion.” Wohl (1979, p. 210) attributes a genera-
tional frame of reference and identification to
“great historical events like wars, revolutions,
plagues, famine, and economic crisis.” Can
generational cohesiveness be built in other
ways? This paper argues that the mobilization
of younger generations, especially using new
technologies like NNITs, requires an interme-
diate phase of collectiveactions around smaller
political or non-political events. These collec-
tive actions can demonstrate efficacy and push
younger generations to recognize their poten-
tial political power and the rewards their partic-
ipation and engagement can bring. A cycle of
successful protest generates demonstration ef-
fects (Cornell & Cohn, 1995; Minkoff, 1997),
which incite other constituencies to activism
(Minkoff, 1997, p. 779) by raising conscious-
ness,definingoccasions foraction,andguiding
successful tactics for protesters (Cornell &
Cohn, 1995, p. 369). In their analysis of strike
imitation in France from 1890 to 1935, Cornell
and Cohn (1995, p. 367) see the dynamic dem-
onstration effects of protest as akin to critical
information about feasibility, popular support
for change, and commitment to success. Pro-
testerswithNNITscanacceleratethesharingof
such critical information on feasibility, sup-
port, and commitment. The next section dis-
cusses generational characteristics and the
explosion of NNITs in Korea before tackling
thebroaderargumentabouthowtheyinteract to
affect political outcomes.

The 386 Generation

The 386 Generation embodies many of the
characteristicsdescribed in the definitionof so-
cialcapitalabove.Labeled in the1990s, the386
Generation includes a 3 to represent that they
were primarily in their thirties, an 8 to represent
that they were college students in the 1980s,
and a 6 to show that they were born before the
Internetera in the1960s. Today, the386 Gener-
ation of activists includes college graduates in
their late thirties and into their early forties.
This generation played a pivotal role in a series
of anti-authoritarian democratic movements

that culminated in the collapse of the South
Korean military regime in 1987. The events
leading up to the collapse of the authoritarian
regime solidified the political cohesion of the
386 Generation and shifted the Confucian
state-society relations epitomized by a domi-
neering state and a submissive civil society
(Han & Ling, 1998). The 386 Generation
formed networks of democratic forces includ-
ing students, labor unions, and civic organiza-
tions. Their political militancy6 was a by-
product of the democratization movement and
the subsequent liberalization of political cul-
ture in the 1980s (Choo & Nam, 2001; Kwon &
Lee, 2004; Lee, 2006). In other words, their
generational cohesion was forged in the fight
for democracy.The386 Generationepitomizes
the formation of generational political cohe-
sion caused by major events or crises (Chang,
2006; Choo & Nam, 2001; Chung, 2002; Huh,
2003; Kelly, 2004; Kwon & Lee, 2004; Lee,
2006; Min, 2004; Nippo, 2006; Roh, 2002)
and represents how social mobilization was
conventionally accomplished without the use
of NNITs.

The 2030 Generation

In contrast, the 2030 Generation refers to
young people in their twenties and early thirties
whose political memories were forged after the
South Korean military dictatorship fell in the
1980s. This generation grew up with democ-
racy and relative plenty. Before 2002, the 2030
Generation was oriented toward rampant indi-
vidualism. It was also technologically wired
and demonstrated an indifferent behavior to-
ward politics (Kim, 2002; Gallup Korea, 2003;
Huh, 2003; Lee, 2006; Roh, 2002; Song, 2005;
Yang,2002;Yoo,2002;Watts,2003).Thegen-
erational consciousness and the political incli-
nations of the 2030 Generation have changed
along with the explosive growth of NNITs and
the demonstrated usefulness of NNITs for
mobilizing their peers.

Explosive Growth of NNITs
and Civic Activism in Korea

Three major developments stand out in Ko-
rea’s informatization: (a) extensive Internet
usage, (b) heavy concentration of Internet us-
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age among the 2030 and 386 Generations, and
(c) timing for the increased penetration rate of
the Internet among these generations. In the
early1990s, the number of Internetusers in Ko-
rean society was negligible. In 2001, however,
Korea was a full-blown Internet society where
more thanhalf the totalpopulationregularlyac-
cessed and used the Internet (Huh, 2003; Jin,
2002; H. J. Kim, 2003; National Computeriza-
tion Agency, 2001, 2002; Roh, 2002; Song,
2005; Watts, 2003). Table 1 shows how the
number of Internet users doubled each year
from 1995 to 1998 and then more than tripled in
1999. In2003,Koreawas rankednumberone in
per capita vBNS (very high-speed Backbone
Network Service) subscriber numbers accord-
ing to the Portable Internet Statistical Annex,
2004.7 Not only the rapid pace of Internet use
expansion but also the generational composi-
tion and timing of this expansion in Internet use
deserve attention.

Thegenerationalcompositionof Internetus-
ers in Korea is remarkable. According to Table
2, among Korea’s current population of about
47 million, those who are very active Internet
users range from elementary-school-aged chil-
dren to adults in their thirties. In total, they ac-
count for 48.3% of the total population. The
young generation, then, previously excluded
from socio-political discourses, became dis-
proportionately poised to involve itself as a
major stakeholder in a new public sphere.

Table3shows adramatic increase in Internet
use among the young generation in the late

1990s and in the early 2000s. For students from
7 to 19, and also those in their twenties, the
growth of Internet penetration doubled from
October 1999 to June 2001. Penetration has al-
most tripled for Koreans in their thirties. Heavy
concentration of NNIT use among the young
generation has a direct impact on the progress
and direction of the information society in
Korea.

Growth in NNITs, generational trends in
Internetuse,andpenetrationlevels inKoreaco-
incide with the rapid rise in civic activism, an
observation corroborated in other scholarly
work. As shown by the study of Choo and Nam
(2001, p. 25), Korean NGOs flourished dur-
ing the late 1990s when Internet use increased
explosively. Choo and Nam conducted con-
tent analysis of articles from major daily news-
papers in Korea to ascertain the frequency of
activities for four different groupings of civic
organizations: Shi-Min-Dan-Che (citizen or-
ganizations), NGO, Min-Gan-Dan-Che (pri-
vate organizations), and Sa-Hoi-Dan-Che
(social organizations). According to Table 4,
the total number of newspaper references re-
mained below 500 per year until 1995. Since
1996, however, the total amount of newspaper
coverage has almost doubled. The year 2000
marked the most rapid increase in newspaper
coverage from 1,892 articles in 1999 to 3,512
articles in2000:an increaseof85.6%.Rapid in-
creases in the mobilization of civic organiza-
tions have corresponded closely to rapid
informatizationinKoreaduringthe late1990s.

Putnam(2000)claimssocialcapital is aprior
condition for meaningful use of NNITs in so-
cial movements. The 386 Generation in Korea
had already built up militant social capital and a
heavily democratic consciousness as a result of
democratic movements in the 1980s. Com-
bined with the rapidly growing civic organiza-
tions, the 386 Generation provided a platform
for the use of NNITs in social and political mo-
bilization. The next section details how social
capital and generational consciousness was
built up through the mechanism of test-run mo-
bilizations around nationalistic events that pro-
vided demonstration effects to the younger
generations for utilization in future political mo-
bilizations. These mobilizations also formed, at
least temporarily, cohesiveness similar to that
found in generations forged in times of crisis.
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DEMONSTRATION EFFECTS
AND GENERATIONAL MOBILIZATION

Having described the generational actors and
having analyzed the combination of rapid
informatization and explosive growth in civic ac-
tivism, I now turn to social movements that took
placeprior to theelectionin2002toexaminetheir
impactonthepoliticallyindifferent2030Genera-
tion. In contrast to the arguments made by Wohl
(1979)andothers, thispaperarguesthataseriesof
small, non-political mobilizations offers a for-
mula for building gen- erational cohesion, at least
in the short-term. The 386 Generation’s Defeat
Movement, discussed below, was the first in-
stance of NNIT use for effective political mobili-
zation in Korea; smaller social and non-political
movementsaroundsportingevents laterservedto
bring the 2030 Generation into the political
sphere. In Korea, NNITs and the mobilizations
they helped induce played a catalytic role in con-
vertingthe2030Generationintoacohesive,deci-
sive political actor in Korean politics in time for
the 2002 presidential election.

The 386 Generation’s Defeat Movement
as Demonstration

Perhaps unsurprisingly, due to their strong
social networks and their past civic action de-

scribed above, the members of the 386 Genera-
tion played a dramatic role in the 2000 National
Assembly election in Korea. On January 10,
2000, The Citizens’ Council for Economic Jus-
tice (CCEJ), one of the most influential civical-
liances formed by the 386 Generation and other
activists in 1989, was joined by the Citizens’
CommissionforaFairElectionto issueablack-
list of unfit, corrupt National Assembly candi-
dates (Choo & Nam, 2001; Chosun.com, 2000;
JoongAng, 2000; Korea Herald, 2000). Tradi-
tionally, party candidates in Korea were often
selectedbasedontheirpersonal relationships to
party leaders or on the amount of funds they
contributed to the political party. Consistent
with Putnam’s work on social capital, it was the
386 Generation, those with pre-existing social
capital, that firstusedNNITs forpoliticalmobi-
lization. The Internet, in conjunction with con-
ventional news media, played a catalytic role in
forming an alliance of over 1,104 civic organi-
zations. Civic organizations, spearheaded by
the 386 Generation, used the Internet to open a
political dialogue on the reform of the nomina-
tion process and on the establishment of civil
society authority over conventional political
authority.8

The Citizens’ Coalition for the 2000 General
Election’s home page (www.ngokorea.org) re-
corded approximately 50,000 hits on the first
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five days after it opened in January 2000. The
site had an average of 10,569 postings per day,
or a total of 856,090 as of the day before the
election on April 13 (Civil Organization,
2000). Furthermore, 5,667 people made finan-
cial contributions of about 350 million won,
(about US$318,000) to support civic activism
on the Internet site: a first in Korean electoral
history (2000 General Election Citizen Alli-
ance). The Korea Herald (2000), a day before
voting, claimed the Internet had made its mark
as themost influentialpublicarenaandmedium
for political networking. Out of a total of 299
seats, the defeat movement targeted 86 incum-
bents. Fifty-nine out of the 86 incumbents on
the Citizens’ Coalition for the 2000 General
Election’s home page lost their bids for re-elec-
tion to the National Assembly. This meant the
Defeat Movement’s success rate using Internet
inspired civic ostracism was an astounding 68
percent.

As Cornell and Cohn (1995, p. 367) argue,
small groups of militants can be the catalyst for
action by others. These groups have variously
been termed initiator movements (Minkoff,
1997) or early risers (Tarrow, 1994). The 386
Generation’s Defeat Movement served as a
powerful demonstration effect for future mobi-
lizations in its combination of off-line social
capital and on-line networking; the movement
illuminated the potential and feasibility of the

Internet as a tool for political mobilization.
While the formation of generations seems to
demand a cataclysmic event that requires
long-term sacrifices or struggles, NNITs pro-
vide an effective means to expand generational
networks faster and deeper around salient is-
sueswithin thepolity in theabsenceofcataclys-
mic events. In 2002, the 2030 Generation was
transformed from politically indifferent to po-
litically cohesive in the wake of the successful
Defeat Movement and a series of nationalistic
mobilizations shaped by NNITs (Kwon & Lee,
2004; Min, 2004; Nippo, 2006; Roh, 2002).
While the case of Korea in 2002 may be unique
in that very few countries have reached the
same level of informatization, this case illus-
trates the impact of NNITs and the demonstra-
tion effects of mobilizations on the political
cohesion of younger generations.

The First Foray:
The 2030 Generation
and NNIT-Induced Mobilization

Kohut (in Kavanaugh & Patterson, 2002,
p. 329) finds that if critical masses of early
Internet users are more civic-minded and ac-
tively communicative, they might encourage
new users to engage in community building ac-
tivities and social capital formation. The
civic-minded 386 Generation spurred an un-
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precedented election outcome in 2000 using
conventional offline mass media and the
Internet effectively. It was this mobilization
that created a model for the 2030 Generation to
emulate in the next election. Unlike the 386
Generation, the 2030 Generation initially used
the Internet primarily in the non-political
arena. Two sports related events with nation-
alistic undertones that occurred in 2002 acted
as the catalysts for mobilization and genera-
tional consciousness among the 2030 Genera-
tion: the 2002 Winter Olympic Games and
2002 World Cup Soccer games.

First, during the Salt Lake City Winter
Olympic Games in January 2002, a Korean
speed skater, Dong-Sung Kim, was disquali-
fied in the men’s 1,500-meter short track final
afterhavingwontherace.ApoloAntonOhno,a
U.S. skater, came in second behind Kim and re-
acted negatively by throwing his hands up in
disgust; Koreans believed Ohno’s Holly-
wood-style action caused the disqualification
of Kim for blocking Ohno’s forward progress
in the final turn. Presuming that Ohno stole
Kim’sgoldmedal,youngKoreanInternetusers
became enraged and overloaded the official
Websiteof theU.S. OlympicCommittee,caus-
ing it to shutdown (CNNSI, 2002; Reuters,
2006).9 The domestic and international media
attention brought on by this mobilization
served to help the younger generations of Ko-
rean NNIT users realize their own potential
power and the power of a cohesive cyberspace
community.

Next, during the World Cup Soccer matches
inMayandJuneof2002,acumulativecrowdof
22 million people spontaneously poured into
the streets of Seoul and other major cities to
support the Korean national team. The Red
Devils, an Internet-based, 120,000-member,
national soccer team fan club, mobilized na-
tionwide support. The Red Devils were net-
worked together through NNITs, such as the
Internet, instant messaging services, and mo-
bile technologies. The Red Devils also revived
the national ethos of a can-do spirit that had
been depressed by the Asian Financial Crisis,
or IMF Crisis, of 1997 (Yoo, 2002). As a result
of the non-political social mobilizations ema-
nating from two sporting events in 2002, the
2030 Generation realized its power to set agen-
das, tobuildconsensus, tonetwork,andtoorga-
nize real actions all from the comfort of
cyberspace. The 2030 Generation was ready to
be transformed into a cohesive political force
after the death of two Korean girls at the hands
of American soldiers.10

From Sports to Politics–
The Anti-U.S. Candle Light Protest

In June 2002, right after the World Cup Soc-
cer mobilization,a U.S. military tribunal in Ko-
rea acquitted two U.S. soldiers on charges of
negligent homicide. The soldiers had been
charged with killing two Korean schoolgirls
while driving their armored vehicle. The ac-
quittal, in largely ignoring Korean sentiment,
spawned anti-Americanism in a mostly pro-
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Americancountry.Atsix in themorningonNo-
vember 27, a Netizen code-named Ang-Ma11

appealed to thepublicusing instantmessages to
“fill the Kwanghwamoon (the main gate of
Kyungbok Palace, Seoul’s symbolic political
center) with the Korean spirit and to bring can-
dles for the victims, Hyosoon and Miseon”
(S. K. Kim, 2003). Within 24 hours, 90% of the
total MSN Messenger users in Korea had
posted a mourning badge on their homepages
(S. K. Kim, 2003) and approximately 10,000
demonstrators (Lee & Choi, 2001) gathered at
theKwanghwamoononNovember30 tomourn
the deaths of the two girls.12

However, what started as a gathering of
mourning for the two girls quickly devolved
into a massive anti-U.S. demonstration. Disre-
garding the half-century discourse of friendly
relations between the United States and Korea,
the NNIT users-turned-activists defied the
pro-U.S. stance embodied by the conservative,
older generations. The event forced the Ko-
rean-U.S. relationship into the political arena
for the 2002 presidential election, illustrating
the remarkable power of the 2030 Generation’s
NNIT-induced mobilizations to shift the politi-
cal discourse (Lee & Choi, 2001; Roh, 2002;
Kim, 2002; S. K. Kim, 2003; Watts, 2003).

Having witnessed the power of the NNITs in
several movements and having participated in
non-political, social and political movements,
the 2030 Generation was poised to become a
major political factor in the 2002 Korean presi-
dential election only a few short months away.

These mobilizations served as the catalyst
whereby veto power in domestic politics might
transfer to the386and2030Generationsasa re-
sult of voter cohesion. The Internet-based
anti-American political movement also criti-
cally affected the presidential election set for
December 19, 2002. This political movement
mobilized the young generation in favor of the
liberal candidate, Roh. The cyber-public sphere
of the 2030 Generation successfully created a
cohesive counter force to challenge en-
trenched, conservative politics in Korea.

YOUNGER GENERATIONS
AND THE 16TH PRESIDENTIAL

ELECTION

By the end of 2002, young NNIT users were
equipped with the social capital and the genera-
tional consciousness built through mobiliza-
tionforapoliticalcauseand theuseofNNITsas
tools of mobilization. What they achieved in
the presidential election afterwards was the
manifestation of their newly acquired political
cohesion. Simply put, without NNIT users’
concerted efforts to mobilize support for Roh
Moo-hyun, the election result would have been
quite different (Gallup Korea, 2003; H.J. Kim,
2003; MacKinnon, 2005; Roh, 2002; Song,
2005; Sutton, 2006; Watts, 2003). Based on the
survey data by the Korean Social Science Data
Center on the day of election, H. J. Kim (2003)
conducted path analysis on how three inde-
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pendent variables (age, Internet, and aid for
North Korea) affected the outcome of the presi-
dential election. He found that (a) the younger
generation favored the Internet for learning
about presidential candidates, (b) the Internet
influenced voters’ attitudes toward the election
and aid for North Korea, and finally (c) those
voters who were greatly concerned with the
election and favored aid for North Korea voted
for Roh. Those who were not concerned with
the election but opposed aid for North Korea
voted for the conservative candidate Lee (H. J.
Kim, 2003, p. 107).13 Kim’s analysis suggests
the Internet not only affected voter choice, but
alsohelpedmobilize the2030Generation intoa
cohesive voting bloc capable of casting the
deciding vote.

There have been a total of sixteen presiden-
tial elections in Korea, and ten of them have
been direct votes. The average voter turnout
rate is 80.05%, with the highest, 97%, in the
fourth election of 1960 and the lowest, 70.8%,
in the most recent 16th electionof 2002 (Gallup
Korea, 2003, p. 271). The records show that as
the democratization process progressed in the
late 1980s voter turnout rates in presidential
elections loweredsubstantially. Inaddition, the
victory margin for presidential elections has
also gradually narrowed from an average of
6.4%intheprevioussixdirectelectionsto2.3%
in the latest election in 2002. Under these con-
ditions, a well-motivated cohort of critical
mass could significantly influence the outcome
of an election if it coalesced around one candi-
date over another. The addition of NNITs pro-
vided the tools that led to exactly this type of
cohesive young voting bloc in Korea.

In the 16th Korean presidential election,
there were three major candidates: Roh
Moo-hyun of the liberal New Millennium
Democratic Party (NMDP), Lee Hoi-chang of
the conservative Grand National Party (GNP),
and independent Chung Mong-joon of the Na-
tional Alliance 21 Party. As president of the
Korea Football Association, Chung was
boosted by his successful coordination of the
2002WorldCupandranasan independentcan-
didate. Often the third wheel in the race, Chung
made a deal with Roh to select a united front
candidate among the two, both liberal, through
a poll conducted on November 25 among their
partymembersand thegeneralpublic.Rohwon

the poll mainly backed by his own Internet fan
club,14 No-Sa-Mo.15 As a united front candi-
date, he began to lead the opposition party can-
didate, Lee, in several pre-election polls.
Despite lead fluctuations in the polls, the news
media predicted Lee would win by carrying un-
decided voters (Gallup, 2003, pp. 311-325;
SICH-NMDP, 2003). Surprising everyone, on
the eve of Election Day, Chung abruptly
announcedawithdrawalofhissupport forRoh.

Chung’s last minute withdrawal, announced
just eight hours prior to the start of voting, cre-
ated an urgent need for Roh’s supporters to mo-
bilize voters. This emergency situation offered
two important by-products for the study of
NNITs. First, it provided an ideal opportunity
to test the effectiveness of NNITs in mobilizing
a large number of people over a short period of
time. Second, it explicitly corroborates the cor-
relation between young voters’ cohesion and
Roh’s victory in the presidential election. In
that 8-hour window, only high-speed informa-
tion technology could have achieved such a re-
sult. Fearing the loss of Chung’s supporters for
Roh, No-Sa-Mo orchestrated a last minute mo-
bilizationof young voters.Theymaximized the
use of all available NNITs, from election Web
sites and instant messaging services to mobile
phones in their efforts.

Both direct and indirect evidence is abun-
dant that the 2030 Generation used NNITs to
build support for Roh. During the 8 hours from
10 p.m. December 18 until the election morn-
ing, online activities broke cyber space records
(Chang, 2006; Roh, 2002; Song, 2005; SICH-
NMDP, 2003; Sutton, 2006, p. 9). Roh support-
ers rallied using MSN Messenger and mobile
phones to encourage their peers by posting and
voicing messages like “Let’s pick up the
phone and make a call to encourage others to
vote,” or “Let’s make Roh president through
our power” (Chang, 2006; Kim, 2003a,p.110;
MacKinnon, 2005, p. 331; SICH-NMDP, 2003;
Song, 2005). OhmyNews, the first Korean Web
site of citizen journalism, responded. Through-
out theentirenight thewebsitewas an epicenter
of reform-minded citizens with 6.23 million
visitors and 19.1 million page views logged
during that period alone (Sutton, 2006, p. 9).

Additionally, data from SK Telecom,16 the
largest mobile phone carrier in Korea with an
average of 52.1% share of the total market, sup-
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ports the above claim. Due to the emergency
mobilizationpromptedbyChung’sunexpected
withdrawal, mobile phone call-volumes seem
to spike on the day before the election and on
Election Day. Comparing the call-volumes on
these two days to the normal averages for the
month of December produces some stark re-
sults. Election Day, an official holiday in Ko-
rea, should have a call-volume similar to that of
other Sundays in December. Instead, Election
Day saw the largest volume of calls with a total
16.4%, about 27.5 million calls, larger than the
average for Sundays in December.17 Wednes-
day, the 18th, one day before the election and
the day of Chung’s withdrawal of support, ex-
hibits a similar pattern. After controlling for the
Christmas and New Years holidays,18 it had the
highest weekday call-volume for all of Decem-
ber.

It was predicted that lower voter turnout
would favor the opposition party conserva-
tive candidate Lee (Gallup Korea, 2003,p.23,
p. 269). Indeed, with a low turnout rate of
70.8% on the morning of the 16th presidential
election, about 10% lower than the turnout of
the 15th presidential election, Roh supporters
had reason to worry. They used their mobile
phones and the Internet to continually galva-
nize supporters. From 11 a.m. to 1 p.m., 18 mil-
lion mobile phone calls were recorded (Gallup
Korea, 2003, p. 13; Lee and Choi, 2002; Song,
2003; Song, 2005). This corresponds to the in-
creasing turnout rates throughout the day for
voters in their twenties and thirties as reported
by the time-stamped exit poll data shown in Ta-
ble 6. Also, the ruling party Web site recorded
860,855 hits, 200,000 more than the daily aver-
age, and the number of postings to the Web
site’s bulletin board doubled on that day
(SICH-NMDP, 2003). Figure 1 documents the
amazing increase in hits and posts to Roh’s
campaign website around Election Day. Spe-
cific cyber activities, including official cam-
paign website page views, postings, and
replies to previous posts, during the same pe-
riod also correlate strongly with spikes in the
overall hit data described above. For example,
on November 25, as shown on Figure 1, Roh
was selected as the united front candidate
against Lee. His Web site subsequently re-
ceived 1,254,749 hits and 6,840 postings, the
highest recorded in November.

The heavy use of NNITs, especially by the
2030 Generation, however, did not result in the
overall increase in voter turnout. As Table 5
shows, there was a steep drop in turnout for al-
most all age groups from 1992 to 2002, espe-
cially in the middle and younger generational
groups. In fact, the 16th presidential election
marked the lowest voter turnout in Korean his-
tory. NNIT use, then, did not bring an overall
increase in political participation among the
younger generations. Rather, as will be shown
below, a well-motivated, cohesive voting bloc
madethedifferenceinbringingvictorytoRoh.

According to Table6, the turnout of the 2030
Generation dramatically jumped from an aver-
age of 13.78% (6 a.m. to 11 a.m.) to an average
of 21.13% (11 a.m. to 3 p.m.). Table 7 shows
that the conservative opposition party candi-
date Lee was leading at the polls with an aver-
age of 1.6% until 1 p.m. on the election day,
when the 2030 Generation’s voting rate was
lower than those in their fifties and sixties.
However, as the voting rates of the 2030 Gener-
ation increased and those of older generations
decreased after 1 p.m., Rho subsequently took
the lead by an average of 1.7% until 5 p.m.
While votes for Roh significantly increased
from 11 a.m. until 5 p.m., votes for the conser-
vative party candidate, Lee, decreased from 11
a.m. onwards.19

Thisprovides someevidence thatvotingpat-
terns of the 386 and the 2030 Generations be-
came more cohesive in their support for Roh as
a result of NNIT mobilization. It can thus be ar-
gued that a timely use of the NNITs in the wake
of Chung’s last-minute withdrawal dramati-
cally affected the election outcome. Previous
collective action, NNIT communications, and
rapidmobilizationaroundthepresidentialelec-
tionin thefinalhoursamongtheyoungergener-
ations transformed them into a cohesive and
decisive voting bloc for President Roh.

To demonstrate the newly formed cohesive-
ness of the 386 and the 2030 Generations’ vot-
ing bloc, Table 8 shows that in the13th and 14th
presidential elections younger generations did
not display clear voting preferences between
liberal and conservative candidates. In these
contests, younger voters, contrary to expecta-
tions, voted evenly for the conservative Tae
Woo Roh, a former military general, and the
two Kims of the liberal party. However, the
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15th election clearly revealed the young gener-
ations’ preference for the liberal party candi-
date Kim over conservative party candidate
Lee. As Table 9 shows, this trend intensified in
the16thpresidentialelection.Table9exhibitsa
clear distinction in the preferences of presiden-
tial candidates between the 2030 Generation
and the old Korean War Generation. The 2030
Generation emerged as the most powerful con-
stituent, accounting for 42.4% of the total
votes.20 In short, although the amplified use of
the NNITs cannot be proven to have brought
about an overall increase in voter turnout in the
16th presidential election, they certainly have
proved how effective they could be in mobiliz-
ing a cohesive voting bloc of young supporters
on the coattails of successful social and
political mobilizations. NNITs were certainly
essential to the victory of the liberal Roh.

CONCLUSION

Due to the uneven global diffusion of NNITs
and the different degrees of democratization, it
is too early to conclude how NNITs will affect
future events in democracies: younger genera-
tions’ political apathy, waning civic and politi-
cal participation, and low electoral turnout all
seem to point in a negativedirection.The litera-
ture on these issues is divided and eschews any
clear verdict. The overall picture of cyber polit-
icaldiscourseanditseffectsonpoliticalmobili-
zation is still hazy. However, non-political,
Internet-basedmobilizationsofyoungergener-
ations deserve scholarly attention because
these mobilizations, as in Korea, may rapidly
shift focusawayfromsocial, fun-seekingactiv-
itiesand turn topoliticalactivities.Understand-
ing the dynamics of NNIT-induced political
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discourse and mobilizations will become in-
creasingly important as new generations turn to
the Internet as a source of friends, social
networks, and political information.

Even though this paper presents the argu-
ment that the effective use of NNITs opens up
the possibility to solve collective action prob-
lems for an indifferent young constituency,
documenting NNIT-user mobilization activi-
ties is difficult. One reason is that analyzing
whether young people are really utilizing
NNITs formobilization,especiallyforpolitical
purposes, iscomplicated;NNITusersareanon-
ymous in ways conventional activists never
were. However, the timing and the context of
the 2002 presidential election were ideal be-
cause the assumption that NNIT use is deeper
and broader among younger generations still
closelymatches reality in Korea. As the use and
deployment of NNITs continues to spread and
as populations age, this assumption may cease
to hold. Therefore, data collection, while pro-
viding some limitations on the argument in this
paper, will become even more critical for
studying the intersection of NNIT use and
politics in the future.

The Korean case is only the first attempt at
creating a plausible theoretical account for
how NNITs affect generational civic activ-
ism and electoral outcomes in democracies.
Despite the differences in the level of
informatization and regime type, many coun-
tries in South East Asia such as Burma (Danitz
& Strobel, 1999), China, and Vietnam (Gan,
Gomez,&Johannen,2004)areunderchallenge
from otherwise minor dissenting voices
equipped with NNITs and calls for democracy.
This study focused on the demonstration ef-
fects of NNIT-induced mobilization on the
consolidation and cohesion of young genera-
tion consciousness and political behavior. The
observations presented above do not corrobo-
rate claims that NNITs can increase overall
voter turnout as some scholars have predicted.
They do, however, corroborate the claim pre-
sented at the beginning of this paper that
NNIT-induced mobilization builds genera-
tional consciousness and voting pattern cohe-
sion that can make the difference in a tight
election. The specific consequences of NNIT
use and mobilizations will, however, vary
widely across societies and regions. Without
the high level of informatization, the dense
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population centers, and decreasing the voter
turnout in Korea, the outcome of NNIT mobili-
zation could have been very different or even
invisible.

The Korean case discloses three steps for
NNITs to have an effect on political outcomes.
First, NNITs need to penetrate deeply and be
spread broadly throughout the general popula-
tion but with a very high concentration among
the young generation. Second, NNIT-induced
test-run mobilizations need to occur to provide
a series of opportunities to rally around salient,
non-political social events. These allow young

generations to mobilize around issues that
matter to them, to demonstrate the potential po-
litical power of the previously indifferent,
younger generations, and to build generational
consciousness and cohesion. Third, genera-
tional consciousness and cohesion is a resource
for futuremobilizationandcanaffect thevoting
patterns of the younger generations.

It is unclear at this point whether NNIT-in-
duced mobilization around non-political
events can create the same long-lasting social
capital and voting patterns associated with the
types of catastrophic events discussed in the lit-

Jongwoo Han 71

TABLE 8. Liberal/Conservative Vote Share in Presidential Elections (1987-1997)

TABLE 9. Liberal/Conservative Vote Share in the 16th Presidential Election



erature on generations and political participa-
tion. Generations that have built up social
capital and patterns of political behavior
through physical interaction are very effective
at using NNITs for mobilization purposes. The
386 Generation in Korea provides a good ex-
ampleof thisphenomenon.Despite the fact that
the youngest Korean generation, the 2030 Gen-
eration, seemingly demonstrated that it pos-
sessed social capital and cohesive generational
qualities, due to the fragmented and volatilena-
ture of NNIT discourse, it is unclear whether
their social capital and patterns of political par-
ticipation are only a temporary phenomenon.
The Korean mobilizations discussed above
took place in a period of about one year. Can
NNIT-induced mobilizations lead to the
long-term build-up of social capital? Do
NNIT-induced mobilizations, both those that
remain electronic and those that result in
physical demonstration, lead to the same type
of generational cohesion that results from
cataclysmic events?

In this sense, research on the impact of
NNITs on the 386 and the 2030 Generations’
political behavior in the upcoming 2007 Ko-
rean Presidential Election could serve as a fur-
ther step to answer questions about and
corroborate the relationship between NNITs,
social capital formation/mobilization, and gen-
erational patterns of political participation.
Lastly, thesepatternsshouldalsobeanalyzedfor
long-term effects. With a divided electorate, the
younger generations’ continued cohesion and
voter strength could seriously influence the di-
rection of Korean politics at the national level.

NOTES

1. All data for this paper have been made available
via footnoted web link or via Appendix at the end of the
paper. Sources for all tables and figures are also listed
below each respective table and figure.

2. See also, Lebkowsky (2005, p. 35); Putnam &
Feldstein (2003, p. 128, p. 285); Trippi (2004, p. 104, p. 229).

3. On the increased turnout of younger voters, also
refer to The Institute of Politics, April 19, 2005 (p.3) and
The Pew Research Center, January 9, 2007 (p.24).

4. In the U.S. case, it has been claimed that the in-
creased turnout among younger generations in America
was not able to overcome the manufactured voter cohe-
sion of Rovian principled and religiously-oriented “get

out the base” strategies. See Altschuler and Spitzer,
2006 (p. 7); Wolfson, 2006 (p. 3); The Institute of Poli-
tics, April 19, 2005 (p.3 & p.19); The Pew Research
Center, January 9, 2007 (p.28-30).

5. See Han and Ling (1998) on Confucian influence
in the discourse of Korean politics.

6. See Kelly (2004). The influence of the 386 Gen-
eration on Korean politics and the Korean-U.S. relation-
ship was aptly pointed out by Assistant Secretary of
State, James A. Kelly: “Too young to have experienced
directly the 1950-53 conflict and too often suspicious of
U.S. motives, their rise to political maturity challenged
us to anchor bilateral relations more deeply, and on . . . a
more equal basis.”

7. See Ministry of Information and Communica-
tions, R.O.K. (2005). Thirty-five percent of the Korean
people are projected to have vBNS by 2009. Korea was
ranked first in the world in 2003 with 23 vBNS subscrib-
ers out of 100. Hong Kong ranked second with 18 per
100 and Canada was third with 14.7 per 100.

8. See Rosell (1999) on new types of governance
structures formed by networked civic organizations.

9. The incident, highlighted by both offline and on-
line global news media, was still reverberating during the
2006 Torino Winter Olympics; see Fleschner (2006).

9. See Erickson and Nosanchuk (1990) on the politic-
ization potential of apolitical association.

10. See Kim (2003b). Ki Bo Kim, the owner of user
ID “Ang-ma,” turned out to be a reporter at OhmyNews
where he had made an additional petition for demonstra-
tion under an assumed ID. This incident later became a
controversy over the possibility that NNIT anonymity
could become a tool for scandalous, irresponsible, and
manipulative discourses or behaviors.

11. For graphic images of the candle light demon-
stration at Kwanghwamoon and City Hall Plaza, as well
as an interview with Ang-Ma, see Ohmynews article from
November 30, 2002; retrieved March 12, 2007 from;
http://www.ohmynews.com/articleview/article_view.asp?
at_ code=96428

12. Watts’ Guardian article (2003, February 24)
aptly describes the victory of Roh as “the rise of
Webcracy” arranged and supported by 2030 Generation
using Internet.

13. Roh (46.8%) defeated Chung (42.2%) with 4.6%
margin at the poll conducted by Research & Research on
November 25, 2002. No-Sa-Mo‘s influence was espe-
cially highlighted in the Southeastern province of Ko-
rea, Kyungsang. See Hankook Ilbo article on February
26, 2007; retrieved March 12, 2007 from http://news.
hankooki.com/lpage/society/200702/h200702261858142
1950.htm

14. See Roh (2002: 13-19). No-Sa-Mo was estab-
lished by Jeong-Ki Lee, user ID “Old Fox,” on April 15,
2000, after the 2000 General Election. At that time, the
Web site was named after candidate Rho, nomuhyun.
org, but later was changed to http://www.nosamo.org/

15. The data provided by SK Telecom is proprietary
data provided only for use in this paper and is presented
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in full in Appendix A. This limited mobile phone data
for the month of December allows a partial picture of
how NNITs contributed to the mobilization of young
voters in the 16th presidential election. . . . . .

16. According to Manager Yoon of SK Telecom,
there is a big gap in the use of mobile phones between
Sundays and workdays (workdays include Saturdays in
Korea). In this context, it is relevant to compare the vol-
ume of mobile phone calls on Election Day, a non-work
day, to call volumes on other Sundays.

17. Korea has a Christian population of over 30%.
Increased call volumes in the two days leading up to
Christmas Day are to be expected. In addition, the New
Year is celebrated quite heavily in Korea, and so the two
days prior to New Year’s Day are also excluded from
the analysis. The mean for the sample of 20 remaining
weekday workdays in December is 244,872,098. Given
this sample mean, the alternative hypothesis that we
would find a true mean of 256,691,063 (the Election
Day total) in any given month of December can be re-
jected at the p = .0005 significance level. See Appendix
A for full data set.

18. See Seong (2003) and Chang (2006) regarding
the increased afternoon turnout for Roh.

19. See The National Election Commission, Korea
(http://www.nec.go.kr); re-quoted in Gallup Korea
(2003, p. 272).
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